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Figure 1 Fairmile Hospital, Cholsey (© Roger A Smith and licensed for reuse under this Creative
Commons Licence)

Introduction
The Oxfordshire Buildings Record are grateful to the managers, the Homes and
Communities Agency, for allowing us access to this property for the purposes of
compiling this report as a contribution to the better understanding of Oxfordshire’s
buildings. Tim Peacock and David Clark were able to spend about two hours there on
10 March 2010.
The objectives of the survey were to understand the development of the hospital and
surrounding buildings with a view to recommending retention or recording as a
condition of a forthcoming SODC planning committee decision. In the period since
the survey, many books and other sources have been published on the history of the
hospital, so this report does not seek to replicate these, simply to add some further
details for the record. In this context it should also be noted that a comprehensive
Heritage Statement, detailed survey drawings, and an Historic Landscape assessment
were produced by the applicants for the 2010 planning application. OBR were given
copies of these, but have produced this report independently.
We made a detailed visual inspection of the exterior and such internal spaces as were
accessible. Photographs were taken of significant features. A limited number of
historical sources were consulted. A copy of the 2nd edition (1910) Ordnance Survey
map at 1:2500 was obtained from the National Library of Scotland.
Under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, the OBR retains the copyright to
this document. Where copyright remains solely with the originator this is indicated by
© and permission must be obtained from that person before any reproduction may
take place.
Please note that these buildings are private property.
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Location (NGR SP )
The hospital complex (Fig.1) occupies a large site to the east of the WallingfordReading Road, which by-passes the village of Cholsey. The layout in 1910 is shown
on the extract from the 2nd edition OS map at Fig.2 below.

Rotherfield Ward

Figure 2 Extract from 1910 OS map (Reproduced with the permission of the National Library of
Scotland http://maps.nls.uk/index.html and licensed under a Creative Commons AttributionNonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.)

The central building has been considerably extended, and the northern part of the site
has a number of agricultural buildings, while a further modern wing was built on a
small additional plot to the south in 1953.
Description
The main building (Fig.3) is built of red brick laid in English Bond, with an active
façade including a tall tower to the left of the central block, which has a crenellated
two-storey porch and other Tudor details (Fig.4). Above the door is a terracotta frieze
with shields, a coat of arms and the date 1870 (Fig.5).

Figure 3 Central part of original building

Figure 4 Porch doorway
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The Royal coat of arms is central, with those of Reading and Newbury to either side
reflecting the role of the hospital as serving the former Royal county of Berkshire.

Figure 5 Porch detail

Figure 6 Door to former admin office

Other doors led to offices and other facilities such as the Administration Office, the
Patients’ Bank, Cashier’s Office, Staff Pay Office and Welfare Office (Fig.6).

Figure 7 Eastern elevation

Figure 8 Modern addition to rear

The patients’ wings were to the rear (east), and are shown in Figs.7-10. The external
pipework in Fig.9 defines a toilet block.

Figure 9 Rear wings with toilet block

Figure 10 Clock tower and further wings

There were numerous additional structures, some relatively modern in Stretcher bond
brickwork (Fig.8), others in Flemish bond (eg. with the Tudor arched doorway in
Fig.9 and to the left of Fig.10). It was not possible to carry out a detailed assessment
of the dates and phases due to security issues and the size and complexity of the
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building. Nevertheless there were some interesting unifying features, such as the sash
windows, most of which had a plain upper sash, with the lower having glazing bars.
We were able to visit some of the interior spaces in the central block.
Most of the furniture had been removed, but no demolition had taken place. It was
clear that some of the spaces had been colourfully decorated for the benefit of the
patients (Fig.11 and 12).

Figure 11 Green mural corridor

Figure 12 Purple room

The assembly hall (Fig.13) was clearly a well-used space. Although a modern ceiling
had been inserted, the arch braces and supporting corbels along the walls indicated
that there was perhaps a fine timber roof above. Fig.14 shows a tiled fireplace –
perhaps of the 1930s – in one of the offices on the ground floor.

Figure 13 Hall

Figure 14 Fireplace

There was an obvious change of aesthetic in the southern section of the main block,

Figure 15 Panelled corridor

Figure 16 Panelled room
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where the corridor was panelled beneath the dado (Fig.15), and there were timber
chimneybreasts and wide glazed openings to the public rooms (Fig.16).

Figure 17 Room in south wing

Figure 18 Noticeboard

The rooms here were either important offices or reception rooms (Fig.17), though
whether for use by the patients or the staff was not clear. In the corridors were notices
of various types (Figs.18 and 19), which also gave a glimpse into the way of life in
the hospital, showing the sorts of activities that were offered (woodwork and pottery
classes, a guitar and music workshop, and Sunday service in the chapel). More
poignantly, some of the notices were reminders of the sadness of the institution, such
as that shown in Fig.19 on a doorway into the patients’ bedrooms which had to be
double-locked and there was to be no entry at night – ‘patients sleeping’.

Figure 19 Door notice

Figure 20 North elevation, water tank etc

Around the central block were various ancillary buildings. Close-to were service
structures such as a water tower (Fig.20), boiler house (Fig.21), a filling station – with

Figure 21 Boiler house pipework

Figure 22 Filling station
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the Transport Office behind (Fig.22) and a fuel tank (Fig.23), along with a number of
structures of unknown use (Figs.24-6).

Figure 23 Fuel tank

Figure 24 Single-storey outbuildings

The parallel rows of single-storey structure s in Fig.24 may have been workshops; that
in the left foreground – with a wide opening and a blue brick surround – may have
been intended for vehicles of some sort before the doorway was blocked in.

Figure 25 Small outbuilding

Figure 26 Rear sheds

Others contain glimpses of the work needed to support a large hospital of this type.
Fig.25 shows a vehicle weighing platform with a small structure adjacent. ‘Lease
Vehicles Only’ has been painted on the brickwork, raising numerous questions as to
its purpose. Other structures such as those shown in Fig.26 – an open-fronted building
with a corrugated iron roof supported by brick piers and large open pens in front –
seem to have been for farm animals, although long since redundant for that purpose.

Figure 27 Privy amid sheds

Figure 28 Privy
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An interesting relic was a small brick privy (Figs.27 and 28) sitting amongst the
outbuildings. In Flemish bond with a slate monopitched roof, it had a plank door, with
a small light above, and a section of open brickwork as ventilation to the rear.

Figure 29 Rotherfield Ward, S elevation

Figure 30 North elevation

Of particular interest was a structure set along the north boundary of the site, a short
distance away from the main building (Figs.29 and 30). Latterly known as the
Rotherfield Ward, this was built in 1894-8 as the infectious diseases ward by GT
Hine, a successor to Howell in the post of Consulting Architect to the Commissioners
in Lunacy. It was later called the isolation ward and functioned as an intensive care
unit. Despite being at a remove from the main building its function was integral to the
complex and it forms an important part of the group. Despite the suggestion of OAHS
that this building be retained, perhaps as sheltered housing, it was demolished as part
of the redevelopment of the site.

Figure 31 New superintendent’s house

Figure 32 Doorway detail

Another building on the site, the South Lodge (Figs.31 and 32), was built as the new
Superintendent's house in 1929 by CB Willcocks of Reading. Although scheduled for
demolition, this appeared to be sound and in good repair.
Finally, of the early buildings on the hospital site we come to the chapel (Fig.33), by
C H Howell, the architect for the first phases of the hospital. Buildings of England
note its ‘Teulonesque brick patterning’, but the vicar of Cholsey told us that it was
‘not very inspiring as a worship space’.1 It is cruciform with an apsidal chancel, and

1

S S Teulon (1812-1873) was a somewhat controversial Victorian architect, one of the 'rogue Goths'
who was prolific in his use of structural polychrome brickwork – see Leckhampstead church (Berks).

© Oxfordshire Buildings Record and contributors, 2010

7

OBR.94 Fairmile Hospital, Cholsey

built in red brick with grey detailing and some stone window tracery. Internally
(Fig.34) the structural polychrome is stronger, with bands of black brickwork.

Figure 33 The Chapel

Figure 34 Chapel interior – chancel

The benches are plain stained pine (Fig.35), and the stained glass is of simple
coloured quarries with no memorial or religious themes. There is an arch-braced roof
– either a king-post or crown-post – with the braces supported by stone corbels on the
walls (Fig.36).

Figure 35 Chapel benches

Figure 36 Roof support

There was also an organ and a wooden altar (Fig.34). As the chapel does not appear to
have been consecrated, no faculty was needed to remove the fittings, so if it has been
converted into a social centre for the new housing development, all these have
probably been removed, although the structure itself still stands.

Figure 37 George Schuster ward
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The last addition to the site was the George Schuster ward, designed by Powell &
Moya and built in 1955-6 (Fig.. Of yellow brick, one-storeyed and roughly cruciform,
Tyack et al thought it ‘a good, clearly articulated design’ (Fig.37).
History
The hospital was built in two main phases, firstly in 1868-70 by C. H. Howell,
architect to the Lunacy Commissioners, at a cost of some £43,000. He enlarged it in
1878 for £45,780. Subsequent additions are recorded in the Buildings of England.2
There are many other sources for the history of the hospital and life there in the 20th
century, for example:
https://www.countyasylums.co.uk/fair-mile-cholsey/
http://www.berkshirerecordoffice.org.uk/galleries/for-the-welfare-of-the-insane-poor
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1001476
http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/2d67a8b1-1fa9-4bf0-9c77301d5a95d352
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-pdp1VlptLM

Figure 38 Theatrical performance poster (http://www.berkshirerecordoffice.org.uk/galleries/forthe-welfare-of-the-insane-poor)

The Berkshire Record Office site illustrates a poster for theatrical performances at the
hospital. Entitled, ‘Theatre Royal, Berks County Asylum’ and dated Thursday
December 26ht, 1872, this is a remarkable document. The rubric states, ‘The Director
and Stage Manager have pleasure in announcing the opening of the Moulsford
Theatre Royal, which has been decorated in Metropolitan style by their eminent
2

Tyack et al (2010) pp.240-1
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Scenic Artist, and the engagement, regardless of expense, of a brilliant staff of
Amateurs, the majority of whom will appear in public for the first time this evening.
The performance tonight will be under the special patronage of G C Cherry, Esq.,
Chairman of the Council of Visitors. Notwithstanding the alarming rise in the price of
coals, the charges for admission will be found consistent with the purses of the
community, and the proceeds, if any, will be handed over to the Tichbourne Defence
Fund’.
At 7pm there was a farce in one act, the characters apparently played by doctors and
nurses at the hospital, followed at 8.30pm by ‘Box and Cox’, a ‘Romance of Real Life
in One Act’, with some of the same actors. The whole thing is very much tongue-incheek, ending with a admonition that children in arms and wet umbrellas are not
admitted, and that ‘Carriages to be ordered at Eleven. Horses heads to face the Moon’.
One wonders who this was for, how many did turn up, and whether they appreciated
the amateur dramatics and the somewhat non-politically correct nature of the offering,
including the lunatic allusion in the final line. I imagine none of the hospital inmates
attended.
Discussion and Conclusion
As stated above, this is simply a record of what was visible when we visited the site
briefly before redevelopment began. A number of structures were photographed
before demolition, but we hope a fuller record has been made of the hospital and its
operations. There are certainly a number of publications which address various
aspects of the building, eg Wheeler (2015).
Disclaimer
This report has been prepared by member(s) of the Oxfordshire Buildings Record, a
voluntary organisation whose objectives are to advance education and promote
research on the buildings of Oxfordshire. Whereas every effort has been made to
ensure its accuracy, it is based only on evidence which was visible at the time of the
recording. The information and discussion contained in it is intended as a contribution
to research, and the OBR takes no responsibility for any other use to which it may be
put. Advice should always be sought from those professionally qualified to give it.
Prepared by: D R Clark FSA, 21 Walton Street, Oxford OX1 2HQ
secretary@obr.org.uk
Approved for OHC by: D Thynne
March 2010, report completed December 2018
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